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The most distinctively Christian belief about 
immortality, the Resurrection, defines Western values. 

In Luke 24 a man joins two disciples who 
are trying to grasp the apparently tragic turn of events as 
they walk to Ernmaus after the Crucifixion. One of them, 
Cleopas, invites the newcomer to eat and rest with them. 
Only over supper do the pair realize to their astonishment 
that their guest is Jesus. Later, in Jerusalem, Jesus not only 
shows the Apostles that he eats, but invites them to touch 
his living flesh. John 20 tells how the resurrected Jesus 
shows Thomas the marks of his wounds as further proof of 



his identity and his reality. Other episodes relate Jesus' 
return. Not his apparition nor the return of his ghost, not 
contact with him via a medium or a magician's conjury, but 
the his actual presence in his own living flesh, bearing the 
marks of crucifixion and able to recount earlier 
conversations. 

This is no anonymous merging into an 
amorphous over-consciousness, no realization that one is 
and has always been just cosmic static. It is no magical 
dream state or twilight existence of haunting. It is the total 
living person. The notion that everyone, not just demigods 
and heroes, could become personally immortal was 
revolutionary to most contemporaries of Jesus and largely 
remains so. While bodily resurrection is today part of most 
faiths in the tradition that began with Abraham, Western 



Christianity stands almost alone in perceiving through it a 
higher ethical dimension. The Resurrection, elevated by 
Jesus' examples of universal charity above selfishness and 
solecism, declares the absolute importance of each and 
every singular individual. Empathy and mercy are made 
more than devotional exercises or personal quirks and 
fellowship more than mere chauvinism. 

This concept of personhood animates 
popular culture from medieval knight errant tales to sagas 
of the frontier individualist. In the most banal love songs 
romantic longing is often as much a metaphor for the 
appreciation of persons as for lust. This concept so 
permeates Western culture that it is a definitive axiom even 
of the non-religious; Sir Mian Huxley, in Evolution in 



Action, declared the individual human personality 
evolution's most complex and advanced product. 

Individualism, an outcome of belief in 
personal sanctity, enables the development of character and 
specific talents through encouragement and morality rather 
than stifling them. Here psychotherapy, to take an extreme 
example, formulates the often intense relationship between 
healer and client in terms of affection - transference - 
rather than of master over supplicant. Western mental 
healing aims less at restoring persons to an ordained niche 
than at enabling them to use their abilities or achieve the 
quintessentially individual state of self-actualization. The 
effort is even to teach the so-called intellectually 
challenged useful skills and find them jobs rather than lock 
them away or treat them as clowns. Whether as therapy or 



as a standard morality, individualism produces stronger 
people and thus stronger communities than does assigning 
roles by birth or fiat. 

This is most obvious in public policy and 
action. Belief in personal worth improves lives far more 
effectively than de-emphasizing the individual or at best 
favoring the group. Despite the vaunted spirituality of most 
cultures practicing the latter, people who expect 
annihilation in cosmic nothingness are more likely to be 
crassly materialistic and selfish or suicidally and cruelly 
fatalistic than those anticipating judgment and eternity as 
themselves. Contrast the callous barbarity of the rich and 
powerful in many countries with the generosity that creates 
charitable and public service organizations, even societies 



to help animals, in that supposed bastion of selfishness, the 
United States. 

The repeated coups as one clique then 
another seizes non- Western governments and improves 
nothing do not compare with the West's continuing 
revolutions to gain and expand civil rights. Only here have 
countries decided that slavery is evil and fought wars to 
stop it. Elsewhere slavery has only ended with escape or 
with the ability of the oppressed to inflict such savage 
reprisals that their servitude was not lucrative. Seldom do 
European and American commanders use their troops 
merely to test an enemy's strength, but they have more than 
once offered them the opportunity to leave desperate 
situations. Chivalry institutionalized respect for 



noncombatants and consideration for the weak, whom even 
today other cultures consider prey. 

It is respect for the individual and not 
submission to community or caste that has turned medical 
science to universal benefit. As long ago as 500 B. C. in 
India it was discovered how to use cowpox to vaccinate 
against smallpox. There were no mass inoculations, no 
compassionate sharing beyond some elites of this guarded 
secret that was gradually buried in obscure texts. Only with 
its eighteenth century rediscovery in Europe, where 
personal resurrection was an article of faith, did vaccination 
become public policy and so widely shared that smallpox is 
now extinct. Because they scarcely concern themselves 
with anyone's worth apart from status or wealth, nations 



and cultures that on whatever grounds de-emphasize the 
individual in favor of the collective are not compassionate. 

Paradoxically, just as it discourages charity 
and sharing, emphasis on the group and on personal 
meaninglessness brings about the utter exaltation of select 
individuals. Communities lacking procedures for 
cooperation among equals need figureheads and suffer 
brutal power struggles between aspirants. Lack of concern 
for others' rights and the absence of equals nearly always 
make those figureheads tyrants. It is concern for each rather 
than for all that works against the accumulation of too 
much power in any one pair of hands and lifts a civilization 
out of crude cyclical history. 

Belief in the absolute worth and value of 
each individual person, rejected by most of the world's 



prophets and philosophers and by not a few supposed 
visionaries, "innovators," and self-styled reformers in the 
West, is basic to human fulfillment. It was certainly 
discovered at different times and places, but only the 
particular beliefs centered around the teachings and career 
of Jesus have given it an enduring and universally 
accessible form. As a chain is only as strong as its weakest 
link, so is any structure, cultural and social as well as 
physical, only as strong as its weakest element. When 
people are considered ultimately to be nothing, however 
elegant the rationalization, they have every reason to be 
selfish and little to be compassionate. They remain locked 
in the darwinian struggle that ignores abilities not 
cultivated by despair. The Christian insight that persons are 
ultimately important rather than ultimately nothing is the 
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one. cornerstone of Western achievement that must never be 
discarded because, unlike material science, it cannot easily 
be recovered. 
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